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QUESTION

What can organizations do to create an environment which successfully supports, engages, and retains their neurodiverse
employees?

INTRODUCTION

Neurodiverse individuals are currently one of the most underemployed minority groups: in the United States, general
unemployment for neurodiverse individuals is 30-40%," while up to 85% of people on the autism spectrum are
unemployed.” An increasing number of organizations are zooming in on this issue and aiming to intentionally support,
engage, and retain neurodiverse individuals through the implementation of programs, cultures, and environments.
However, a vast majority of these efforts are still in their infancy and their effectiveness is largely unknown. This
whitepaper seeks to address how employers can most effectively include their neurodiverse employees in the modern
workplace through the examination of current academic and business research; neurodiversity and disability theory; and
case studies.

Definition of Neurodiversity: We define “neurodiversity” as the cognitive diversity in all individuals—an umbrella term
for a variety of neurocognitive developmental disorders, such as dyslexia, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and attention
deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).? It is relevant to mention that “neurominority” is rising in popularity as an
alternative term and refers to neurodiverse people who are disadvantaged in numerous life outcomes, including inferior
employment opportunities and social exclusion in education.’ Throughout this whitepaper, we have chosen to focus on the
term “neurodiversity” as it is more commonly used in current research, and it is therefore easier to identify and validate
related best practices.

Context of Research: There is lots of business and academic research on differences between inclusive and exclusive
workplace cultures, though it typically focuses on inclusivity along the lines of race and/or gender while disability and
neurodiversity are often overlooked or excluded. (This is also true of most workplace definitions of “diversity.”) Some of
these findings may be transferable to neurodiversity, but critical examination is needed to determine their validity.*
Minimal research exists regarding practices that improve work performance and occupational inclusion for neurodiverse
individuals.” Employee assistance programs have been identified as potential sources of support which tend to
accommodate mental health, and, in turn, cognitive strengths and impairments of the neurodiverse population can be
overlooked. Such programs can also be vague about benefits for job performance.® This highlights a need for academic
research incorporating a holistic approach on interventions that incorporate socially constructed marginalization and
personal needs to generate evidence-based professional best practices.

STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT, ENGAGE, AND RETAIN NEURODIVERSE EMPLOYEES

I. Employee Resource Groups (“ERGs”)
Employee resource groups (also called ERGs, employee business groups, and affinity groups) are voluntary, employee-led
diversity and inclusion initiatives that are formally supported by an organization, and are often “organized on the basis of
common identities, interests, or backgrounds.” Implementing ERGs is an increasingly popular way to help create safe,
supportive, and inclusive environments within the workplace, though it is important to understand the relevant pros and
cons of these programs.
Pros: ERG members tend to self-report these structures as being helpful in creating an increased sense of feeling “heard”
and validated. They also help restore power imbalances within professional services/employer initiatives and honor the
spirit of the social model, in which there should be “nothing about us without us.”
Cons: ERGs often place undue burden on minority employees to take on additional duties—often unpaid—to improve group
conditions. Furthermore, they may perpetuate conspiracy theories and fringe treatments without recourse to supervision.®
Takeaways: ERGs are a positive supplemental tool, not a final solution; “exploitation of good will and expectations of
internal activism should not be a replacement for professional services or formal programs of accommodation.” It is
important that there is “clear leadership and commitment to inclusion” modeled throughout the organization, and it should
be “communicated as such through allocation of resources to employee groups and including them with strategic
priorities.”® Furthermore, external groups (e.g., Global Business and Disability Network) can also help organizations
access networking, advice, and Human Resource toolkits. In turn, this promotes the idea sharing, knowledge of best
practices, and troubleshooting regarding increasing organizational inclusiveness.®

I1. Universal Design Practices
Universal design (also called UD) is defined as “the design and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed,

understood and used to the greatest extent possible by all people,” regardless of age, size, or ability.” Implementing UD




practices helps to improve equity, mitigate neurominority exclusion, reduce the need for individual accommodations,
destigmatize disability and neurodiversity, and improve the overall wellbeing of all people.® We highlight a few practices
(below) for the sake of brevity, and highly recommend reviewing and implementing all seven of the
commonly-recognized UD practices when possible (fig. 1).

Universal Design Practices (Excerpt):

1. Equitable Use: “Avoiding segregation and the need for disabled people to have a ‘different’ service/experience to
nondisabled people.”® Aim to eliminate label-based inclusion (such as targeted hiring programs for autistic people), which
both segregate employees into specific fields and favor candidates with the financial/social resources to be formally
diagnosed (typically white men). Consider how recruitment and onboarding for all applicants can be adapted to benefit
neurodiverse candidates, and how neurodiversity program efforts can be further expanded and integrated universally.

2. Flexibility in Use: “The need to build in accommodation for preferences outside the norm,” such as playback speed
options on training videos or alternatives to timed tests/interviews.® Try to include offers of procedural flexibility in
advance of key events, acknowledging that individual differences are expected, planned for, and welcome. For example,
include a list of previously provided accommodations (such as assistive technology, a preview of discussion group
questions, and/or an overview of the layout) in your event invitation and request that those interested express their needs.

3. Simple and Intuitive Use: Taking care to avoid unnecessary complexity and repetition.® This principle aptly applies to
the design of processes, tools, and webpages, as well as document layout and word choice. Improve language accessibility
(word, sentence, and paragraph length) by using the Flesch-Kincaid Scale®**!'° which is built into Microsoft Word and
other widely-available programs.®

3. Tolerance for Error: Allow room for mistakes and edits. Some otherwise-qualified neurodiverse people may be less
able to self-regulate their work for errors. Ensure that digital forms, tools, databases, and software—as well as individual
expectations—allow for review and correction.®

I11. Leadership and Top-Down Approach

Researchers created a Neurodiversity-Smart HR framework (fig. 2), which includes a top-down approach to successfully
implement neurodiversity-friendly HR strategies.! Top managers would consider organizational resources and constraints
when establishing a strategy.'" Subsequently, this strategy and its business applications are communicated to middle
management, which then collaborates with HR and line managers who conduct a job analysis and create job
descriptions."" As noted previously, it is important that universally accessible job design practices are incorporated and
therefore, the updated job descriptions would be the standard, while addressing all employees’ needs.* HR can then
partner with organizations engaged in the neurodiversity field creating talent-hiring pipelines for neurodiverse people, and
support networks for job skill training and development.' Subsequent steps are collective job mapping, and identifying
strengths and gaps of neurodiverse candidates, while allowing for lateral moves, and avoiding the exploitation and
segregation of such upcoming employees.*'" Recruitment and selection practices can then occur, while offering necessary
accommodations (e.g., adaptive technology)."" Hired employees would be trained for 3 to 12 months enhancing job skills,
including teamwork and communication, and then such workers would be integrated into core work teams.'' Throughout
this process, regular feedback and needed accommodations to enhance performance would also be provided to such hired
employees."" All employees would be sensitized to neurodiversity and its associated challenges, while avoiding
label-based inclusion, as this could increase vulnerability to discrimination.*!!

IIIL. Case Examples Promoting Inclusive Neurodiverse Workplaces

Organization implementing inclusive practices: Lemon Tree Hotels Limited (“LTHL”), a hotel company, allows
neurodiverse individuals to be integrated into regular work teams, and supported by non-neurodiverse people.'" The
company implements its vision via attentive planning, top management support, and consistent reviews that promote
engagement of neurodiverse employees.!" Furthermore, this organization spotlights that such efforts are incorporated in
their business model indicating long-term commitment."" Also, LTHL has won awards for best accommodation, and
diversity and inclusion practices, which reinforces the organization’s devotion to forming a neurodiverse-friendly work
environment."'

Inclusive practice for specific neurodiverse condition: Employees with ASD that receive support services (i.e., ongoing
customization of the initial role, lateral job moves, and career advancement) show higher retention rates; most of these
employees required less than 4 support hours a month.'? Furthermore, many employees with ASD benefited from support
with tasks including problem solving, conflict resolution, organizing their work day, and receiving and giving feedback
(Brooke et. al, 2018)."?
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APPENDIX: RELATED FIGURES

Figure 1: A table of Universal Design Principles and their use in a variety of employment scenarios.’
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Figure 2: Neurodiversity-Smart HR framework"'
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